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The Construction of Europe in Dutch History Textbooks
Introduction
In 2005 the Dutch people voted against the proposal of a constitution for the European Union. 
Listening to debates, discussions and speeches, we hear a lot of scepticism. Arguments like the lack 
of democracy within the EU structure, the fact that EU rules do not take into account the local 
circumstances and the fear of being effected by other member states' economic troubles, are not 
uncommon. There are however, also clear advantages connected to the EU membership. How then, 
do the Dutch people relate to an integrated Europe? 
 In  the  European  context  the  Netherlands  has  a  central  position,  on  various  levels. 
Economically and infra-structurally  it  is,  and  has  been  for  a  long time,  an  important  junction. 
Moreover, the Netherlands took the lead, together with five other Western-European countries, in 
bringing about closer ties in the post-war years and thus laying the foundations for an integrated 
Europe. 
The Netherlands is therefore a classical example of a country at the heart of a united Europe, should 
such a thing exist. The question of whether a united Europe is desirable or even realistic has been a 
much discussed topic, specifically the last years. Politicians have had their say, academics have also 
given their professional opinion. The question that remains however, is what the society as a whole 
thinks. What is the society's attitude towards Europe? This thesis is an attempt to give an example 
of  how such an  attitude  is  expressed,  by looking  at  the  way the  topic  is  presented  in  history 
textbooks. In other words: which European history do we teach our children? The research question 
this thesis will try to give an answer to is the following:  Do Dutch history textbooks present a 
united or a divided Europe?
To answer this question, the idea of a united Europe, or of a European identity, is analysed by 
discussing ten historical themes and their potential to function as a European memory.
The  first  step  will  have  to  be  to  give  an  account  of  previous  research  and  to  give  a 
theoretical  background,  with  the  intention  of  clarifying  the  main  concepts:  Europe,  a  common 
identity and the idea of a European memory. Before the account of the analysis of the textbooks can 
be given, a full explanation of the methods used is necessary. 
The  analysis  will  be  in  three  parts.  Firstly  it  is  important  to  establish  if  it  is  Dutch  -, 
European – or World history the textbooks present, as this means a lot for the point of view from 
which the various themes are presented. The second part is a thorough analysis of the ten potential 
European  memories,  how  the  text  books  present  them  and  what  that  means  for  the  research 
question. Lastly we will examine the bigger picture and look at the narratives that go through all of 
these  themes,  drawing conclusions  as  to  what  these narratives  tell  us  about  the  Europe that  is 
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created here: a united or a divided one.
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Theory
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Europe in other works of research
There is no lack of reflection on the idea of a united Europe. In light of the events after 1945 and 
specifically 1989, that is not surprising. Much of Europe's history is characterised by conflict, both 
within and between states. After World War Two it seems Europe decided that it had now suffered 
enough, or at least the Western-European countries among themselves did. A united Europe was by 
no means a new idea, for the first time however, it looked like the idea actually had a chance of 
success. 
Countless  of  articles  and  books  have  been  written  since,  considering  this  idea  and  its 
chances. A very thorough collection of essays has been published as recently as 2010 on the topic of 
European memories (eds. Pakier & Stråth, 2010). In 2002 a book, also made up of various essays, 
was published under the title of  The Idea of Europe  (ed. Pagden, 2002). There is no doubt that 
attempts have been made create something we can call a common European identity. What remains 
the big question however is how far this idea has actually reached 'the Europeans in the street'. 
From the participation in elections for the European Parliament, we can conclude that there is little 
interest in the goings-on in Brussels among the European citizen.
As for the idea of a united Europe in history textbooks, very little research has been done on this 
topic. Those few articles written about this topic that I have encountered, still have very much a 
national focus, looking at the place of Europe internally in that particular society. These are thus not 
relevant for this research. An example of this is the article written by Evguenia Davidova (2006): 
“Re-packing  identities:  history  textbooks,  European  travel  and  the  untarnished  Bulgarian 
'Europeaness'”.
The place united Europe has in the field of education has been research in more general 
terms. A prominent example of such a project is Yasemin Nuhoglu Soysal's article from 2002 with 
the title Locating Europe. She says the following about her research in the introduction:
I do this through a preliminary investigation into the nature and scope of Europe as an identity  
category or position as it is built in educational spaces ... The dataset for the broader project is  
constructed  by  sampling  the  history  and  civic  textbooks  and  curricula  in  four  European 
countries (Germany, France, Britain and Turkey) at three time points – the 1950s, 1970s and  
1990s  –  when  major  educational  reforms  took  place.  I  also  examine  public  debates  and  
convicting claims on national curricula and education. (p. 269) 
Like she says, Soysal uses parts of the textbooks as examples for the points she makes about Europe 
in educational texts. Her research is not a thorough text analysis. The emphasis is more on the 
comparative aspects of both the four different countries and the various points in time.
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What this thesis contributes to the field of research, is a thorough analysis of a view of Europe 
presented in an educational context. Soysal (2002) says about the value of analysing textbooks: 
school books and curricula are important not as texts themselves but for what broader social and  
political debates, struggles and orientations they represent. (p. 280) This thesis provides a review of 
which picture of Europe Dutch textbooks present to the pupils. Thus it gives an example of how 
Dutch society views the idea of a united Europe. 
What is Europe?
To all questions there are both simple answers and answers that are more complicated. The question 
of this section ‘What is Europe?’ certainly has many different answers, some of which would make 
up a whole book. The easy answer, one would think, is: Europe is one of the seven continents in 
which we have divided our world. Even with this answer however, there are difficulties. For it poses 
another question: what is a continent? In his essay Some Europe’s and Their History, Pocock (2002) 
uses the following definition of the term ‘continent’:  
A landmass of very great size, possessing a well-defined maritime perimeter, and linked to other  
continents either by a single narrow isthmus … or not all. (p. 57)
Pocock states that the idea of a world divided into continents is a European notion, yet according to 
this  definition,  Europe  does  not  qualify  as  a  continent:  there  is  no  clear  division  between the 
continent of Europe and that of Asia. Not only is there no ‘water mass’ to divide the two continents, 
like we see in the case of Australia for example, there are no other natural frontiers between Europe 
and Asia that could provide a clear division. The frontier between the two has therefore shifted and 
moved over time. 
Why is this significant? That Europe and Asia are two separate continents is a fact that not many 
people think over much. The absence of clear natural frontiers suggests therefore that there must be 
other specific characteristics that provide an explanation as to how this division came to be and has 
remained uncontested. If not concrete geographic boundaries, then what is it that defines Europe? 
As said earlier, there is not one answer to this question. Pocock mentions the difference between 
Europe as a continent and Europe as a civilization. He continues by stating that the roots of Europe 
as a civilization lie in the period after the fall of the Western Roman Empire. (Pocock, 2002) The 
building stones of this European civilization are, however, made with Roman imperial clay. 
Pagden, in the same book, discusses in his essay  Europe: conceptualizing a continent the 
role of Roman Law. He cites the Italian Republican Carlo Cattaneo, who in 1835 noted down the 
four  features  that  unite  Europe:  the  power  of  the  former  imperial  authority,  the  Roman  Law, 
Christianity and the  Latin  language.  (Pagden,  2002,  p.  44)  After  the  collapse of  direct  Roman 
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influence  in  the  western  part  of  the  empire,  the  system  of  law  implemented  by  the  Romans 
continued  to  exist,  and  we still  base  our  laws  on  this  system,  many say.  When,  a  little  later, 
Christianity gained influence, this added the uniting factor of religion and the Latin language that 
came with it. 
This sounds straight forward enough. Both Roman and Christian influence, however, was 
not limited to what we now call the continent of Europe. Christianity has its origin in Asia and 
spread to Africa as well as to Europe. The same goes for Roman Law: the larger part of the Old 
Roman Empire lay in Asia and Africa. The arrival of the Islamic revolution changed this, Pocock 
(2002) says. What started with the collapse of the Western provinces of the Roman Empire, was 
reinforced by the spread of Islam. It was then that the borders of the European  continent  were 
established. 
The geographical concept of “Europe” has moved West, to the point where it defines an Atlantic  
peninsula by calling it a continent. Similarly the historical concept of “Europe” has migrated, to  
the point where everything we mean when we say “the history of Europe” refers to the history of  
political and religious culture … that arose in the far-western Latin-speaking provinces of the 
former Roman empire. (p. 60)
This dividing line was made more or less definite by the expansions of this far-western culture that 
Pocock (2002) characterises as feudal, papal, monastic, Latin, towards the east and south. We can 
say that the European culture spreads from the Atlantic in the west and the Mediterranean in the 
south to the line in the east where the influence of Christianity and the influence of Islam met and 
halted. From the eleventh and twelfth century this Latin culture, as Pocock (2002) calls it, spread to 
what  we now call  Central  and Eastern-Europe.  There is  a  grey area however,  where the Latin 
culture did not root as deeply, as it did in for instance the Polish and the Czech lands. 
These peoples exist in close proximity with other people – Russians, Ukrainians, Serbs, Greeks  
and Turks – whose history is not Latin and whom we may think of as Europeans or not as we  
choose. (p. 61)
This absence of distinct boundaries leads Pagden (2002) to the same conclusion as Pocock: that 
Europe is a culture rather than a place. (p. 46) 
This debate is still very relevant, especially in the light of the fact that the Turkish wish to 
join the EU. As Blair says in The European Union since 1945, besides the practical and principle 
sides of the discussions around Turkey's membership, there is the question whether Turkey lies in 
Europe or in Asia. (Blair, 2010, p. 108)
There is still no agreement on what defines European culture and where it begins and ends. We can 
only speak of vague characteristics. These are easiest identified when compared to an 'other'. In 
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Europe's case it most logical to compare the cultural unity that is Europe (if we accept that there is 
such a thing) with that of Asia. As mentioned, the lack of physical boundaries means we will have 
to  define the two continents  in  terms of separate  cultural  identities.  Montesquieu (1752) wrote 
already in 1748 that the distinct contrasts between Europe and Asia are due to the differences in 
landscape. In Asia, with larger areas of open plains and barriers easier to cross than in Europe, large 
empires developed. In contrast, Europe was made up of smaller nations, easier to manage. Asia's 
large empires, Montesquieu says, needed despotic rule in order to ensure order. Europe was made 
up of much smaller political unities which meant that their populations enjoyed the freedom the 
people of Asia were withheld. European nations were ruled by laws, not by a single despotic ruler. 
Much of these specifics have become outdated, but Montesquieu's argument still is relevant 
for our discussion: it partly explains why Asia and Europe developed in different directions. This 
freedom Montesquieu speaks of played a great part in the development of the supposed European 
identity. (p. 296) The existence of such a European identity is discussed in the following chapter.
A European identity
Group identity exists on many levels and in many forms. The easiest to understand is the identity of 
a group where all members know each other and have a clear relation to each individual within the 
group. Examples of such identities can be seen everywhere around us: families, school classes, 
work places, local political parties, groups of friends. The list is endless. All of these groups have 
traditions  and  memories  that  all  members  can  directly  relate  to.  The  scene  we  observe  when 
members of such groups look at old photographs together is illustrative. 
It  becomes more complicated and harder  to define,  once we look at  larger  groups.  The 
concept of a common identity within a group where the members do not directly know each other is 
and has always been somewhat of a mystery. Yet, this type of group identity is as much a part of our 
everyday life as our family identity.  It is important to note the difference between what Müller 
(2010)  calls  collective  memory  on  the  one  hand  and  individual  mass  memory  on  the  other. 
Individual mass memory, he says, refers to the memories of participants in actual historical events.  
Whereas collective or  national  memories are  narratives  that  nations  or other  groups tell  about  
themselves.  (p. 29) It is these types of narratives that form an essential part of the creation of a 
collective identity. 
The creation of such an identity happens more or less spontaneously, but it can also be constructed 
deliberately. Klas-Göran Karlsson (as cited in Stugu, 2008) differentiates between existential use of 
history and instrumental use of history. Existential use of history happens when an individual or a 
group feels the need to remember or to forget. Instrumental use of history is used to accomplish a 
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goal, for instance to legitimise a political situation. The difference between these two is not always 
clear; existential use of history can easily and often be turned into instrumental history. A memory 
that already exists is then amplified or adapted, depending on what the goal is. This goal is often to 
create or amplify a common identity of a larger or smaller group of people. 
Agreeing with John Stuart Mill, Stugu (2008) states that memories and history are essential 
elements in the creation of identities. When many individuals have a parallel memory, Stugu says, 
this memory becomes a collective property.
We see collective memories in groups of many different sizes and structures. These groups may be 
confined to a certain geographical area, as seen in national identities, or they may not, as is the case 
for  certain  ideologies  for  instance.  In  Europe  the  national  identity  has  become significant:  the 
common identity of a nation. As Anthony Smith (1992) says, national identification has become the 
norm in Europe, transcending other loyalties in scope and power. (p. 58)
There has been much discussion about the meaning of the word nation, the conclusions of 
which, more often than not, has been that it is not possible to formulate a proper explanation of the 
term. 
Hobsbawm (1990)  explains  that,  in  spite  of  the  claims  of  its  members, no  satisfactory  
criterion can be discovered for deciding which of the many human collectivities should be labelled  
in  this  way.  (p.  5)  He points  out  that  the  concept  of  'the  nation'  is  based  on  criteria  that  are 
themselves so dynamic and changing that it is not surprising that it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
give a definite description of the idea.1 
Exactly what the term nation entails it not so important. What is important in this discussion is the 
fact that most historians have come to the conclusion that nation does not correspond with what we 
have come to call a state. A state in the modern, Western meaning refers to a political community. A 
nation means, in most contexts, a group of people that share the same cultural background (what 
this background might be is not easy to define, as we have seen). The word nation is thus more 
closely related to the concept of ethnicity than it  is to the concept of a political state.  In some 
discussions  'the  nation'  is  synonymous  to  'ethnic  group'.  Smith  (1992)  names  some  of  the 
characteristics that are often associated with the concept of 'the nation', at the same time stressing 
that these are mere assumptions and no definite qualifications:
We may define the nation as a named human population sharing a historical territory, common 
memories and myths of origin, a mass, standardised public culture, a common economy and 
1 For an account of the origin of the word nation, see Hobsbawm, E. J. (1990), Nations and Nationalism since 1780. 
(University Press, Cambridge)
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territorial mobility, and common legal rights and duties for all members of the collectivity.  (p. 
60)
The question we must ask ourselves is  whether  Europe can be said to be a  collectivity  with a 
common identity. In other words, is there such a thing as a European identity? This will lead us 
eventually  to  the  question  of  how and  if  such  an  identity  is  presented  in  Dutch  textbooks.   
Karlsson  (2010)  speaks  of  three  waves  of  Europeanisation.  The  first  one  is  economic 
integration, and is for the most part complete. The second wave, political unification is much more 
difficult,  as  was  proven  by  among  other  things,  the  failure  of  implementation  of  a  European 
constitution. The last wave is the cultural unity of Europe. It is this that would define a European 
identity. As  Karlsson (2010) says, the task of cultural Europeanisation is far from simple. (p. 38)
Enlightened  philosophers,  prominently  Rousseau  and  Montesquieu,  argued that  a  united 
Europe, with the separate countries as provinces, indeed was possible, and desirable. We must see 
these claims in the light  of the time period.  This was the age of,  as  it  is  called,  the European 
superiority complex. It was a common belief among intellectuals at this time that Europe sat itself 
apart from the rest of the world by its leading position in the fields of economy, science and politics. 
(d'Appollonia, 2002, p. 174-175)
This view is held by very few nowadays.  Those in favour of a culturally united Europe 
generally wish to combine European unity with national interests. An argument that is often heard is 
that Europe is characterised by its diversity. Indeed, Miall (1993) says that it is Europe's divisions 
that makes it stronger. It was, and is, the dynamics between the towns and the agricultural society, 
between countries competing for trading routes, that stimulated progress. (p. 7)  
The question this poses, is whether we can speak of a European identity then. Historians who are 
sceptical to the existence of such an identity say that these vague characteristics of a European 
culture are not to be compared to the historically rooted national identities. Essential to developing a 
collective identity as we see in nations is, Smith says, the pre-modern past. The common culture of 
a nation is based on a common past. It is this common past that Europe lacks, claims Smith (1992). 
Above all, [Europe] lacks a pre-modern past – a 'prehistory' which can provide it with emotional  
sustenance and historical depth. (p. 62)
Not everyone shares this  opinion and that is  the starting point for this  thesis:  which views are 
represented by Dutch history textbooks? Do we see such a common 'prehistory' presented in the 
books, and if so how?
Those who agree with Smith claim that this lack of a common 'prehistory' is partly due to distinct 
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divisions we see within Europe. The most prominent one we see to this date is the east/west divide. 
To this date we see striking differences between Eastern-Europe and Western-Europe. Hitchcock 
(2004) describes these as follows:
The newly liberated countries of Eastern-Europe remain far behind their wealthy neighbors [sic]  
in per capita GDP, in living standards, and in economic opportunities. (p. 5)
The direct cause of these disadvantages is clear: the Cold War. However, we see distinct contrasts 
between east and west already before the Cold War. There is no agreement on how far back these 
inequalities go and where the line can be drawn between Eastern-Europe and Western-Europe. For 
this thesis that is less important than observing that these differences exist and have existed for the 
past few hundred years. The significance of this division is not only the fact that these parts of 
Europe underwent different processes and historical events. On top of this, and as a result of, we see 
that people in east and west have a rather different perception of those events that they have in 
common.
We also see, to this day, the remnants of religious schisms. The most obvious is the schism 
of Western Christianity into the catholic and the protestant church. We also still see  the divide 
between those parts of Europe that were influenced by Islam, and the rest of the continent. In the 
conflicts in the former Yugoslavia for instance. 
These are all divisions that more or less can be connected to certain geographical areas. 
There are also those differences that span across class divides or ideologies.
For all its talk of unity, contemporary Europe remains divided along lines of race, ethnicity,  
cultural identity and wealth. (Hitchcock, 2004, p. 5)
Sceptics to the concept of a culturally united Europe draw on these differences to illustrate the 
impossibility of finding a common background for a community so clearly and persistently divided 
as Europe. 
As we have seen, those historians that argue for the possibility of a united Europe do not deny the 
existence of these distinctions. On the contrary they use them in their arguments for the existence of 
a European identity by saying that it  is exactly these contrasts that define Europe. In their eyes 
national identity and a common European culture do not exclude, but rather reinforce, each other. 
This works in both ways. The great variety and richness of cultural identities we see in Europe is 
what identifies and sets apart Europe. Turning this process around, we see that the European idea 
that sovereignty must lie with the people within ethnic groups, stimulates the creation of nations 
and nationalism.2 
2 Nationalism in the neutral meaning of the word, indicating a feeling of belonging to a nation or ethnic group. For a 
account of the idea of nationalism see, among others, Anderson, B. (2006) Imagined Communities. (Verso, London)
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About one thing most historians agree however: a European identity or culture cannot be created 
from above. If such an identity exists, it must come from below, from a feeling of belonging to a 
group that can truly call itself European. As d'Appollonia (2002) puts it:
European identity must reside in the concrete and symbolic realities created by centuries of  
history. (p. 172)
While she does not give concrete examples of which historical events or processes might contribute 
to a European identity, this thesis will. We will therefore first give an account of which historical 
events, or memories, are generally said to be a part of a common European historical culture. 
A European memory
As we have seen, most academics agree that a European culture or identity must be built on the firm 
foundations of historical narratives, or common memories. On a national level we see countless 
examples  of such memories,  some of  which are  the basis  for countries'  national  holidays.  The 
classical example is of course the storming of the Bastille in 1789. The question is now whether it is 
possible to find a similar event that could function for the whole of Europe. As of today, no such 
historical event has received the same type of 'status' as 14 July has for France (to stay with the 
same example). 
There are however less concrete memories one can name as a memory the whole of Europe shares. 
Jarausch (2010) puts it this way:
Connections that transcend boundaries and form a shared underpinning in Europe. (p. 317)
Here he mentions, among other things, visual and musical culture that travelled freely and were not 
connected  to  specific  countries,  ideologies  such  as  liberalism  and  socialism  that  spread  from 
country to country and revolutionary outbursts in years such as 1789, 1814, 1918 and 1989. To 
these European-wide trends we will come back in the analysis, discussing how these are presented 
in the textbooks and what that means for the picture of Europe that is created. 
Are there clearer cut events that must be named in this context? Looking through the book entitled 
A European Memory?, we see that after the 'theoretical framing', the second part of the book is 
divided into four sections: the Second World War,  the Holocaust,  Europe's communist  past  and 
Europe's colonial past. These are all distinctly negative memories. In the introduction of the book 
Pakier and Stråth (2010) address this fact:
The Holocaust,  the  atrocities  of  the  Second  World  War  beyond the  Holocaust,  the  Stalinist  
gulags,  colonialism and imperialism are often forgotten or repressed when the key question  
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about the origin of Europe and its telos are posed. (p. 2)
They continue by saying that a far simpler task is Europeanisation of positive sides of the European 
background.
It is easier to find a common European dimension when references are made to the positive sides  
of an argued European heritage, as is the case of the Enlightenment.  Although in one sense the  
Enlightenment references a French core … figures such as Kant,  Vico,  Hume and Smith go 
beyond this core to develop a European dimension. (p. 2)
We see then that European memories, assuming there is such a thing, can roughly be divided into 
two groups: positive memories and negative memories. The various 'connections that form a shared 
underpinning in Europe' that Jarausch (2010) mentions, form a collection of phenomena connected 
to events that would come under the heading of 'positive' memory. The forming of ideologies such 
as liberalism and socialism is one of them, the cultural expressions of the Enlightenment is an other. 
Characterising historical events like this does not do justice to the complexity of either historical 
'truth'  (or  rather:  truths),  nor  to  the  complicated  idea  of  a  common memory.  It  does  however, 
illustrate the difficulties connected to the remembrance of the more distinctly negative memories, 
such as the Holocaust. 
Both  the  Second  World  War  and  the  Holocaust  have  often  been  named  as  the  reason  behind 
European integration and a reference point for what is right and wrong. Immediately after the end of 
World War Two there were calls for closer European ties in order to prevent such horrors from ever 
happening again, as we see in Churchill's speech in 1946 in Zürich. 
What is the sovereign remedy? It is to re-create the European family, or as much of it as we can,  
and provide it with a structure under which it can dwell in peace, in safety and in freedom. We 
must build a kind of United States of Europe. (Address given by Winston Churchill, n.d.)
Yet, the first steps of European unification after the war were not towards a political community, as 
the word state suggests. Rather it took the form of economic cooperation. Stefan Berger (2010) says 
about this:
The way in which a united Europe initially took shape was through an economic alliance. The  
European  Economic  Community  (EEC)  was  meant  to  overcome  the  serious  problems  of  
reconstruction. (p. 132) 
Since, many have draw on the Second World War to add a cultural dimension to this economic 
unity.  There  is  no doubt  that  many have referred   to  World War  Two as  a  common European 
memory.  The  great  paradox here  is  of  course  the  fact  that  World  War  Two was,  as  the  name 
suggests, a world war. The Second World War had global dimensions which cannot be reduced to  
Europe,  as Berger  puts  it.  (Berger,  2010:  135) How can an event  with such global  indications 
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function as a European memory?
As with the Second World War in general, but more specifically in relation to the Holocaust, the 
first step of Europeanising such a memory is an open discussion that does not omit the painful, 
controversial sides of European history.
European integration in the years following the Second World War was a Western-European 
process. It was here that the war and in particular the Holocaust were named as pillars for the 
unification of Europe, as a reference point. A zero hour as Pakier and Stråth  say (2010, p. 3). The 
conclusion Jarausch (2010) draws from this is less favourable. He calls the EU an insurance policy 
against the repetition of prior problems rather than a positive goal. These negative memories are 
based on experiences of suffering that are likely to diminish in time and are unlikely to serve as a  
lasting bond.  (p. 316) Whether this is indeed how it works and what the consequences will be if 
these memories fade we can only wait and see. 
Stokholm Banke (2010) takes a different view. She says that it is through negative examples  
that we can become aware of the characteristics of European civilisation.  (p. 168) The Holocaust 
serves then to show us how we must build today's Europe. 
There is another trouble in using the Holocaust as such a distinctive memory. Some have gone as far 
as to say that the Holocaust is EU's creation myth. The mere fact that the Holocaust has received a 
name of its own that sets it apart from other genocides (for reasons not entirely clear) is illustrative. 
This is very much a Western-European way of thinking however. The question is if it is possible to 
adapt the Holocaust memory to fit the modern EU, including the Eastern-European member states. 
There is no doubt that Eastern-Europe experienced a very different Holocaust, and indeed World 
War Two, than the west has. Whitling (2010) argues against trying to find a common European 
identity using just this argument:
The  politics  of  remembrance  can  operate  according  to  diverging  multiple  narratives.  For 
instance, the Holocaust is interpreted and perceived in clearly different ways in Germany and  
Poland to the extent that they appear to be 'two different Holocausts'. (p. 92)
More realistic is to build Europe on the basis of diversity and mutual understanding, he says. 
Karlsson (2010) draws in the traumas Eastern-Europe has gone through after the end of World War 
Two. For countries that came under Soviet rule, especially those where nationalisation has been 
strong, these traumas present a much stronger memory than the horrors of the Second World War. 
This is in some cases justified by the number of victims, but more important, he says, is the fact that 
these memories are fresher than those of the war of sixty years ago. 
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Looking at the matter from the opposite angle, Karlsson (2010) points out that Soviet crimes 
are not as easily recognised in Western-Europe, due to the positive associations of communism, not 
hampered by the memory of the Soviet communist atrocities.
Colonialism in particular is a part of national pasts that has long been repressed. There seems to be 
more focus on this side of various national histories the last few years. However, these processes 
seem to be very individualistic from country to country. This is mainly due to the contrasts between 
the ways colonial empires disintegrated over the course of the post-war years. Also the aftermath, 
specifically the migration from the former colonies to Europe, has different patterns from former 
colonial power to former colonial power. Jansen (2010) comes to the following conclusion:
Presently, a cross-national memory of Europe's colonial past would appear to be unattainable … 
Despite its huge importance in European history, imperial expansion cannot be considered as a  
specifically European fact. (p. 291) 
Colonialism is a global phenomenon and discussions about it should include all parties. Moreover, 
only a small part of Europe has the memory of actively being involved in Western colonialism.
All of these themes mentioned now will be discussed in the analysis. After which we will be able to 
draw a conclusion as to  how the account  of these memories  in the textbooks contribute  to the 
picture they create of Europe.
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Every research project starts, or at least works towards, a question that is to be answered. This 
questions never contains of just one question however, it has to be divided into several questions, 
addressing different aspects of the topic of research. 
Formulating these questions is a process that can be said to have the shape of an hourglass. 
We start off with a vague idea, a general area that we wish to look at: the top on the hourglass. In 
the case of this thesis this vague idea is the concept of a united Europe.  
The next step is then to narrow down this very broad and vague topic; the hourglass becomes more 
and more narrow towards the middle part. The first, and rather significant specification that should 
be mentioned is that these two topics will be addressed from a historical viewpoint. This does not 
mean that the present day situation is not relevant. On the contrary, what we will be looking at is the 
significance  of  historical  processes,  events  and  developments,  for  the  situation  today.  To what 
extent can we speak of a Europe that is united, and what role does history play in such a concept? 
Can we speak of a common European identity? Identifying that, also considerably narrows down 
what we will be looking at.
Along with these questions we need to ask ourselves two more basic questions before we 
can really address the actual topic of research: 'What do we consider to be Europe?' and 'What do 
we mean when we speak of identity?' There is no lack of published work concerning either of these 
topics. In the introduction to the actual research report it will be necessary to address both these 
questions and clarify what we mean when we use these terms.
We still have not reached the most narrow part of the hourglass. The question Can we speak of a  
common European identity?  is, can we say, the backdrop of this master thesis. Which historical 
aspects contribute to such an identity, and which have the opposite effect? For a small research 
project as this is, that focus still is too broad. Europe of course is very large and cannot be covered 
in a context such as this one. Unfortunately that means that it  is necessary to narrow down the 
focus, to a specific area or country, rather than look at Europe as a whole. This thesis will describe 
the situation in the Netherlands. There are several reasons for this choice. The Netherlands has a 
central  place in the EU and to a certain extent also in the wider Europe.  The Netherlands is  a 
relatively old country, but is not one of the classical great powers. It has also been a part of the EU 
and its forerunners from the very beginning. This means that the country can function well, as an 
example of how the notion of a common European identity might be viewed.  There are more 
practical reasons too: As a Dutch citizen, I know the Netherlands well and speak the language. 
We will then, look at Europe and the question of identity, through Dutch eyes. The Dutch society 
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